The Muhammadan Palimpsest: A New Theory On The Origin Of The Quran And 
Its Variant Readings (Khaled Balkin)! 


Hello everyone, | am Khaled Balkin, historian, and specialized in Arabic language, literature, and 
civilization. | have not yet published any of my works officially, but | have been working on the history 
of the Quran for years and have written a book that will be published soon. | share excerpts from it on 
social media since 2019. Ideally, | should present the problem statement, methodology, evidence, and 
results. However, since this is not feasible, | will only share the theory. 

| hope this does not provoke anyone, as it is assumed that | should provide evidence for the big claims 
| will mention. Still, I am ready to publish other articles in the coming days, featuring key research points 
and evidence. 


The Theory 

The commonly accepted theory among modern scholars for explaining the variant readings, is that 
Uthman sent codices with a unified rasm (in fact, the codices differed by about forty letters, such as 
(Legse/lgre)) to the provinces (a/l-Amsar), but they were devoid of dotting and vowel marks, leading 
readers to resort to conjecture, such as ( ag sul> agi: sill/agit sill). 

However, this does not necessarily mean that all variant readings resulted from conjecture, as most 
scholars acknowledge that Prophet Muhammad must have recited, at least, some parts of the Qur'an 
to his companions, like during loud prayers, or during the dictation of the revelation to the scribes, for 
those who believe that parts of the Qur'an, at least, were written down during the Prophet's lifetime 
and under his supervision. 

As for the Islamic theory, later Sunni scholars attribute these differences to the revelation, saying that 
they are part of the seven Ahruf in which the Quran was revealed. This contrasts with some of the early 
scholars, such as Sufyan ibn‘Uyaynah and al-Tabari, who deny that these differences, especially those 
related to the farsh, are from the seven Ahruf, and thus, it is likely that they did not consider them part 
of the revelation, similar to most grammarians from that era. Especially since al-Tabari rejected dozens 
of readings that are considered today as Mutawatir (transmitted en masse), or at least accurately 
attributed to the Prophet. 

What | argue in my book is that most or all of the Quran designated as Meccan is not authored by 
Muhammad as commonly believed, but rather consists of ancient Arabic texts that existed alongside 
pre-Islamic poetry. These were written by Arab prophets and warners (mundhirin) who lived before 
Islam in Classical Arabic (fusha), using a script | call the arabized Aramaic script, developed by a person 
named Muramir in Iraq, in the 6th century CE, or earlier. This script gradually evolved to be known as 
the Jazm script, then the Kufic script. 

The Arab prophets who lived before Islam had translated Jewish texts authored by Jewish rabbis, which 
were mostly composed in Aramaic, for the purpose of explaining and expanding upon the books of the 
Hebrew Bible. They also translated texts from the Apocryphal Gospels and the Christian Syriac 
literature. Moreover, they engaged in debates with their polytheistic, henotheistic communities in the 
Fertile Crescent region, calling them to Unitarian Christianity, renouncing polytheism and the worship 
of angels, which they believed brought them closer to God (We only worship them so that they will 
bring us near to Allah cil} ail (cll igi jail Y) bei Le) (Q 39:3), such as al-Lat, al-'Uzza, and Manat. 

It seems that Muhammad came across some of these ancient Arabic scriptures. It all started with a 
book, which I have termed the Muhammadan palimpsest, and it would undergo several modifications 
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before ultimately transforming into the Ausgangscodex (arabic: al-mushaf al-imam), the archetype 
from which all known Quranic manuscripts were copied, except for the lower text of the Sana'a 
palimpsest. 

The book was in Arabic upon coming into Muhammad's possession, but its 113 chapters were 
numbered using Syriac letters, a numbering system that uses the first nine letters for units, the next 
nine for tens, and the rest for hundreds. For example, the last chapter of the book, 113, was 
represented in Syriac script with these letters (40). 

This book was copied before Islam; the numeral letters were transliterated and most of them were 
omitted, and radical scribal errors occurred in the rest. When the book came into Muhammad's hands, 
neither he nor his companions who played a role in the editing of the Quran, knew that these were 
numeral letters for the chapters of the book; instead, they believed these to be signs of the book's 
divine nature. However, the paleographic study of these letters, which later became known as the 
disconnected letters, allows us to trace their origins. 

The Prophet learned to read and write after he came into possession of that book, believing that God 
had specifically chosen him to be the recipient of this scripture. However, it is unclear whether he 
obtained the rest of the books and/or scrolls at the same time. What we know from the sources is that 
these written Arabic materials were three times the size of the current Quran. It is plausible that the 
rest of the written materials were brought to him by Dihya al-Kalbi as part of a Unitarian Christian 
campaign at a time when the Sassanians and Byzantines were engaged in a major raging war. It is not 
impossible that Musaylimah al-Hanafi also received similar texts, as sources mention he had a Quran 
that was written in masahif, which continued to be circulated among his followers until the caliphate 
of Uthman. 

During the Medinan period, the Prophet acquired Aramaic Jewish scrolls, for which Zayd ibn Thabet 
assumed the task of translating some of the contained legislations. Muhammad then crafted them in a 
manner seeking to emulate the style of the "Old Qur'an." The Prophet also incorporated into that book 
original texts in which he narrated some of his experiences with his companions, wives, and 
adversaries. 

Thus, the current text of the Qur'an consists of four fundamental elements: 

1. Texts that Muhammad retained from the original book, neither discarding nor replacing them with 
others. 

2. Texts derived from the rest of the written materials (books/scrolls) in his possession. 

3. Translated texts from the Aramaic Jewish scrolls, or what was referred to as the seven math@ni ( a! 
cial), which he and his companions probably believed were the Mishnah. 

4. Finally, the original Muhammadan Qur'an, i.e., the texts he authored himself and incorporated into 
that book. 

Distinguishing these materials is challenging, as very few verses can be confidently identified as original 
Muhammadan Qur'an that originated in the 7th century CE. Among the few verses whose authenticity 
can be confidently attributed to Muhammad himself is the one that mentions Yathrib by name: 

Í oa i aS) als YG oh Jal agi Ant alls i5 

Q 33:13 "And when a faction of them said, 'O people of Yathrib, there is no stability for you [here], so 
return [home]."" 

Companions such as ibn Mas‘td and Ubay, copied -during Muhammad's lifetime- the contents of the 
Muhammadan palimpsest without necessarily preserving the order of the surahs, and there were some 
minor differences. Muhammad, as Nöldeke expected, sometimes altered the text to improve it, and 
not all companions were necessarily aware of these updates. Moreover, senior companions and 
reciters like Umar, Ibn Mas‘td, and Ubay would sometimes change certain words they did not find 
entirely appropriate, such as "then go forth" fa-mdu | »=«\8, instead of "then proceed" fa-s‘aw | y= (Q 
62.9), as the text was not regarded as the literal word of God. They considered it divine speech, but the 
concept of the inspired text was similar to the prevailing Christian concept. Conversely, there was a 
kind of sanctification for the the script in which those scriptures were written; Muhammad and his 
companions preserved the spelling with which they were written, even if it was different. Therefore, in 
ancient Qur'anic manuscripts and the current printed Mushafs, words are written with different 
spellings, such as (!sS4/1S_4) (1AA) (el l1) and others like (w/i), which Marijn van 


Putten has shown that Copyists precisely maintained their exact rasm through manuscript comparison. 
Thus, the reason for the variation in spelling in the Qur'an goes back to the diversity of its written 
sources, which were composed in different places and times before Islam. The spelling varied due to 
the continuous evolution of the Arabized Aramaic script and the diversity of spelling traditions between 
Hijaz, Iraq, the Levant, and possibly Yemen. 

The Prophet died and left behind the book (the Muhammadan palimpsest= The imam mushaf) and the 
books/scrolls, the source of his theological and historical knowledge. There's nothing to prevent Abu 
Bakr and/or Umar from having added or deleted some texts from that book, as they were also prophets 
or semi-prophets, but they preserved the number of surahs anyway. On the day of Saqifah, after 
washing the Prophet's body, Ali took possession of the books/scrolls he saw as his legal right and took 
them to his house. Abu Bakr sent Umar to forcefully retrieve them. Then, he and Abu Bakr conspired 
to make most people inMedina believe those scriptures were destroyed, but they remained in the 
possession of the caliphs, as they were considered by them as an explanation of what was in the 
mushaf. In the year 17 AH, Kufa was established, and Yazid ibn Abu Sufyan sent to Caliph Umar 
requesting teachers to teach new converts to Islam, so Uthman and Zayd were tasked with copying the 
mushaf and sending a copy to the Levant. Ibn Mas‘ud was sent with his personal mushaf to Kufa, and 
Abu Musa to Basra. Whether Umar sent a copy to Mecca is hard to assert. Later, Al-Hajjaj eliminated 
the readings of Ibn Mas‘ud, enforcing a Mushaf that aligned with the dominant rasm . Nonetheless, 
various readings persisted in circulation at least until the early fourth Hijri century. 

What happened during Uthman's caliphate was not the annihilation of the companions' codices; 
logistically, such an operation was nearly impossible. Moreover, the differences in readings in the early 
days of Islam did not pose any embarrassment among first Muslims. What happened was that ‘Amr ibn 
al-‘As informed Abdullah ibn Wahb al-Saba’i, one of the zealous Qurra’, about the ongoing presence of 
the books/scrolls, wishing to take revenge on Uthman, who had removed him from the governance of 
Egypt on charges of embezzlement. Ibn Wahb started disseminating messages to other Qurra’ in Egypt 
and Iraq, Ultimately, they decided to go to Medina, demanding Uthman to allow them access to the 
scriptures. They besieged him for weeks, and refused to lift the siege unless he handed over "the Book 
of God". Uthman found himself between two choices: either to hand over those scriptures, or to 
destroy them. Ultimately, he threw them into hot water and vinegar. As a result, he was 
excommunicated and killed by the order of Ali, who saw himself as the legitimate heir to the prophetic 
knowledge, and the grand fitna arose... 


N.B. | regret, again, to say that | am unable to present the substantial evidence for those big claims. 
However, for those proficient in Arabic, a wide array of videos on my YouTube channel offers extensive 
explanations and most of the evidence supporting this argument. 


